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Representation of Missing Children in National Television News 
Clara Simmons 
This study examines how closely representations of missing children in television news reflect 
missing children statistics from “official” sources. The methodology used in this study was a 
content analysis of five national television news stations from 1987-2011 using the Vanderbilt 
Television News Archive. News segments were coded for race, gender, age, the situation of the 
disappearance, and the relationship of the victim to the offender. These proportions were then 
compared to the proportions provided by three official data sources: two from the Federal Bureau 
of Investigation (FBI), and one from the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention 
(OJJDP). Some of the key findings are that: 1) kidnapping cases were over-represented when 
compared to the NISMART; 2) cases involving strangers as suspects were over-represented 
when compared to the NISMART; 3) African-American children were under-represented in the 
media when compared to all three comparison sources; 4) no conclusions could be made for 
gender because of conflicting results between comparison data sources; 5) FOX News differed 
from other news stations (ABC, CBS, CNN, and NBC) in their coverage for certain analyses; 
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Take a moment to think about what comes to mind when you hear the phrase “missing 
child”. Personally, I tend to think about specific cases, such as JonBenét Ramsey, Adam Walsh, 
Natalee Holloway, and Caylee Anthony, just to name a few. If you came up with a list of the top 
10 names that came to mind first, what do you think would be the similarities between these 
cases, and what would be the differences? What do you think would be the breakdown of race 
and gender? For me personally, the names that come to mind the easiest tend to be white girls.  
According to FBI data, in 2012 a total of 497,327 children under the age of 18 were 
reported missing. However, we do not hear about all of those children, so what determines which 
cases appear in the media, and how much coverage they receive? This study will look at this 
issue more closely by analyzing missing children stories in the media and comparing them to 
national statistics to see if the media reflect those statistics accurately. If there is a 
misrepresentation in the media, this study will also attempt to explain why that might occur. 
There is limited literature on the topic of bias in the media representation of missing 
children cases. Some articles focus on missing children stories in general and attempt to explain 
why those stories become so prominent in the media (Fritz and Altheide 1987). Theories on 
moral panic (Kellner 1981) help shed light on that phenomenon, but do not delve deeper into the 
details of the cases. Other studies focus on the consequences of media stories of missing 
children, especially in regard to policy and legislation change (Griffin and Miller 2008), by 
looking at specific programs such as the AMBER alert system that was developed in response to 
the growing missing children problem and named after a specific case. 
There is one study, however, that does examine broadcast media stories about missing 
children to determine the discrepancies of coverage based on race and gender. Min and Feaster 
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(2010) conducted a content analysis of missing children cases from five major broadcast news 
stations from 2005-2007 and coded for gender, race, and the situation of the disappearance. They 
then compared their proportions to the FBI's statistics of children reported missing for the same 
time span. They found that African-Americans and females were underrepresented in the media 
compared to the proportions reported by the FBI. 
One of the major goals of this study is to replicate Min and Feaster’s (2010) study to 
establish the reliability of their methods and analyses. To replicate their study, I will use the 
same sampling strategy, variable coding, and archive database and news stations to conduct a 
content analysis of missing children stories in national television news. I will then compare the 
race and gender data from the media sample to the National Crime Information Center’s Missing 
Persons File summary tables for 2007-2010
1
.  
While one goal of this research is to replicate Min and Feaster’s (2010) study, this 
research will also expand the previous study in several ways, by: 1) expanding the literature 
review and theoretical background; 2) using multiple levels of analysis; 3) using a larger sample 
size; 4) expanding the time period to 1987-2011 (one aspect of this addition will be comparing 
stories before and after the implementation of the national AMBER Alert system in 1996); and 
5) using multiple sources of “official” comparison data.  
One important relevance of this study is the issue of what some call social justice (Min 
and Feaster 2010). Receiving media attention can have certain benefits, and if a group receives 
more than others, then they would receive an advantage over those not receiving as much 
coverage. One study examined the influence of the show America’s Most Wanted and 
                                                 
1
 The FBI’s website currently has the NCIC Missing Persons Files tables for the years 2007-2012. However, the 
year s 2011 and 2012 was not available when the analyses were conducted, so this study only uses the NCIC data 
from 2007-2010. 
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determined that the appearance of a fugitive on the show greatly increased the likelihood of them 
being apprehended, and also shortened the amount of time that it took police to find them again 
(Miles 2005). I believe this trend would be the same for missing persons as it is for missing 
criminals, where more media coverage devoted to finding the person would increase the chances 
of finding them and decrease the amount of time it takes to find them.  
 This means that a missing child that receives more media coverage has a distinct 
advantage because the chances of them being recovered are increased. Therefore, those children 
that do not receive as much (or any) media coverage are not only victims of their disappearance, 
but also victims of a social injustice. Media outlets should be aware of any biases in their 
coverage so that they can attempt to be more equal and fair in their coverage of missing children 
cases.  
 Another relevance of this study deals with public perceptions of the missing children 
problem. The media can be a way for activists, politicians, and special interest groups to spread 
their message and gain support for a goal, whether it be changes in policy and legislation or 
simply raising awareness (Best 1990). It is important for these people and organizations that the 
media accurately portray their cause and persuade people to support them. 
 It is also important for news viewers to receive accurate information. Many news stories 
about crime also involve some sort of explanation of how viewers can protect themselves from 
that type of situation. However, if the media portrayal of an issue is distorted, the public may be 
receiving false or incomplete information. In terms of the missing children problem, many news 
stories talk about ways parents can keep track of their children, such as GPS trackers. However, 
while many stories emphasize the importance of teaching children not to go anywhere with 
strangers because of the fear of stranger abductions, the most common instance of child 
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kidnapping happens when a noncustodial parent or other relative is involved. So it’s important to 
understand media coverage of an issue and how accurately they portray a topic. 
 
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
 This leads me into the theoretical framework for this research. In a broad sense, this study 
approaches the topic of missing children from a constructionist perspective. The main argument 
of this perspective is that social problems are socially constructed. Best makes a distinction 
between focusing on a social condition versus a social concern (Best 1990). Instead of focusing 
on the existence or prevalence of a certain topic, behavior, or activity (which would be a social 
condition), constructionism instead focuses on the attention or public interest in that topic, 
behavior, or activity (which would be a social concern).  
The example Best gives is child abuse. Instead of studying the prevalence of child abuse, 
constructionism would be more interested in how child abuse came to be framed as a social 
problem. For example, at one point in time, the behavior of an adult hitting a child was not 
considered an issue, but over time this behavior came to be constructed as a social problem, and 
it is now a topic that receives a lot of attention (Best 1990). 
 The main way that this happens is through the media, and especially television. As Best 
says, “While journalists invoke standards of objectivity and speak of reporting rather than 
persuading, every news story seeks to offer a convincing construction of reality” (1990:88). 
Thus, there are some characteristics of news stories that reporters and stations may focus on 
because of their newsworthiness and their ability to draw an audience, appeal to emotions, and 
convince the audience of a claim. This leads into my general research questions: How closely 
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does the media’s construction of the missing children problem reflect information provided by 
sources that national missing children statistics? 
 
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 
One important aspect of examining the media’s construction of a topic is to understand 
why these stories become prevalent in the first place. Theories on moral panic and fear, along 
with characteristics of the media industry, help shed light on the public’s fascination with 
missing children stories, which in turn helps us to understand how stories in the national media 
become biased toward certain cases over others. 
 
Dramatic News Stories 
Stories about missing children grab the attention of the media and the public for several 
reasons. One major characteristic about these cases is the sense of fear of crime they instill in 
news consumers. Glassner’s (1999) book The Culture of Fear: Why Americans Are Afraid of the 
Wrong Things provides new and interesting insight into how the news works (either intentionally 
or unintentionally) to instill a “culture of fear” into the American public. He argues that 
misrepresentations and misused statistics are often the root of much of this fear. He also points 
out that even when misrepresentations are discovered, the media coverage and public panic do 
not go away easily. Most of the time the fear about the exaggerated issue persists, or is connected 
to another important but unrelated issue (Glassner 1999), causing that fear to be constantly 
triggered.  
Of particular relevance to the current research, Glassner (1999) specifically discusses 
missing children stories.  He argues that this issue is often blown out of proportion by using 
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statistics poorly and connecting it to other moral and social issues that are not really relevant. 
One way that stories get blown out of proportion is the pervasiveness of certain topics and cases. 
For example, the cases of Elizabeth Smart and Caylee Anthony appeared in the media on a 
regular basis while they were missing. As Glassner says, “reporters need not scare the daylights 
out of us in individual stories if they run lots of stories” (1999:195). This repetitive media 
coverage is bound to instill a strong sense of fear in anyone who follows the news on a regular 
basis.  
In fact, studies have shown that the amount of television watched is connected to how 
afraid people are of crime.  For example, a study examining parents’ and children’s perceptions 
of and reactions to kidnapping stories in the news found that the more television they watched, 
the higher their levels of fear of child kidnapping (Wilson, Martins, and Marske 2005).  While 
parents generally had higher levels of fear than their children, the same positive relationship 
between amount of television watched and level of fear existed for children as well, especially 
for children under the age of thirteen (Wilson et al. 2005). 
Chiricos, Eschholz, and Gertz (1997) found a similar connection between watching the 
news and listening to the radio and the amount of fear people had about crime. After controlling 
for demographic characteristics such as age, race, and sex, the authors found that people who 
watched more television news and listened to radio news more often had higher levels of fear of 
crime (Chiricos et al. 1997). However, it is interesting to note that this relationship did not exist 
for reading the newspaper. There was no significant relationship between reading the newspaper 
and fear of crime, suggesting that there are certain characteristics of broadcast news that better 
captivate an audience and instill a sense of fear than print media. 
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One characteristic of broadcast news that makes it different from print media is the 
limited amount of time that can be devoted to a specific story or topic. As Best explains, a news 
story on television has to fit an entire story into just a few minutes, and therefore “the story must 
be important enough and visually interesting enough to be selected over competing topics” 
(1990:108). One way that news stories accomplish this is by using a specific case, such as Adam 
Walsh, to define the issue and make it less abstract. Offering a concrete example of the missing 
children problem allows viewers to connect to the issue and empathize with those victims and 
families. In his research, Best found that “crusaders routinely used stranger-abductions—which 
they acknowledged to be the least common cause of missing children—as referents” which 
“typifies the issue” (1990:28) of the missing children problem. 
Because of the affect crime stories and television have on viewers, along with the 
tendency of advocates to use stranger abductions to establish the importance and relevance of the 
missing children problem, I propose the following hypotheses:  
 
Hypothesis 1: Kidnapping cases will be overrepresented in national news coverage compared to 
the proportions provided by official data sources. 
 
Hypothesis 2: Cases that involve strangers as suspects will be overrepresented in national news 
coverage compared to the proportions provided by official data sources. 
 
Race and Gender in the Media 
While the media may skew their representation of missing children cases in terms of the 
types of disappearances and suspects they focus on, there may also be some bias based on race 
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and/or gender. There have been several studies documenting different types of biases in the 
media, mostly focusing on race and gender. A common phenomenon that has been studied is the 
"Missing White Woman Syndrome", which refers to the tendency of the media to focus on 
stories of missing white women over men or minorities (Liebler 2010). One study involving a 
content analysis of articles searching for "Missing White Women Syndrome" provided insight 
into how the media recognizes and explains this tendency (Liebler 2010). Most of the articles in 
this study blamed the nature and organization of journalism for the bias toward certain 
demographic groups, while others suggested an unrecognized racism where predominantly white 
news reporters simply do not think to cover stories involving minorities (Liebler 2010).  
Another important study that documents a racial bias in news stories looked at the media 
coverage of Hurricane Katrina (Sommers et al. 2006). Analyzing news stories for language and 
story angle, the authors found that the media were more likely to use derogatory and negative 
language and framing when describing the hurricane survivors, most of whom were African-
American. For example, instead of using the word “survivor”, “refugee” was more common, 
which implies a feeling of second-class citizens or some other out-group (Sommers et al. 2006). 
In terms of story angle, most of the articles in this study focused mainly on the criminal aspect of 
"looting" that occurred as people tried to find resources to survive, as opposed to framing the 
story around the horrible conditions those people were facing and the resourcefulness and 
strength of will it took to survive (Sommers et al. 2006).  
One interesting study, which will be the focus of my study, is a content analysis of 
broadcast news stations examining the racial and gender bias in news coverage of missing 
children stories (Min and Feaster 2010). The authors analyzed news clips from ABC, CBS, NBC, 
CNN, and FOX News between 2005 and 2007 that reported cases of missing children. They 
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coded each story for the race and gender of the missing child and the situation of the case, such 
as kidnapping, death, and general missing. They then compared that data to the actual number of 
missing children reported to the FBI during those same years and compared the proportions of 
stories based on race and gender to see if the media reported missing children cases in the same 
pattern as reported in official statistics.  
They found that "African-American missing children cases are underrepresented in 
national television news compared to their actual rates of incidence," confirming their 
expectations (Min and Feaster 2010:212). However, "female missing children were significantly 
underrepresented in the coverage" (2010, pp. 212) when compared to the FBI proportions, which 
contradicted their expectations. In line with previous research on the "Missing White Woman 
Syndrome" (Liebler 2010), they expected female missing children to be overrepresented in the 
media, which was not the case. However, this study will still expect to find an overrepresentation 
of female children based on previous research on the “Missing White Woman Syndrome”. 
Characteristics of the media industry also come into play when examining racial and 
gender representations in the media. As Kellner (1981) argues, the media is essentially a profit-
driven, capitalistic enterprise whose main goal is to attract as many viewers as possible in order 
to increase advertising revenue. Thus, the media may have a tendency to target the largest 
demographic groups. In terms of race, White is still the largest racial group in the United States. 
This may lead the media to tailor its content to stories that may interest White viewers the most. 
Additionally, Chiricos et al. (1997) found that the largest target group specifically for prime-time 
television (instead of just a national population breakdown) was middle-aged White women. 
Based on previous research of race and gender representation in the media, as well as the 
media’s tendency to target the largest viewing audience, I propose the following hypotheses: 
10 
 
Hypothesis 3: African-American missing children will be underrepresented in national news 
coverage compared to the proportions provided by official data sources. 
 
Hypothesis 4: Female missing children will be overrepresented in national news coverage 
compared to the proportions provided by official data sources. 
 
Media Characteristics 
Herman and Chomsky (1988) provide a conflict perspective that evaluates external 
factors that influence mass media and identify five major “filters” that shape news coverage: 
media ownership, advertising, sources of information, negative feedback, and ideology. The first 
filter, media ownership, refers to the size and scope of the media, including a tiered system of 
prestige and power among media sources and owners, and the stressors that those owners face 
(Herman and Chomsky 1988). The authors illustrate the extent of the influence of the media by 
providing figures for the substantial profits of the major media sources. A lot of the news 
sources, and especially those in the top tier, are very profitable corporations and are owned by 
wealthy and influential people. Kellner (1981) argues that network television does not fit the 
ideal of a public source of open communication, and is instead more of a capitalist enterprise that 
seeks to maximize profits from advertising. Because the news media participates in a capitalist 
market, it therefore operates on a profit-driven agenda, where the goal is to maximize viewership 
in order to make more money, which requires interesting and captivating stories to draw in 
viewers and consumers. This implies an inherent bias in the goals of broadcast television, which 
could lead to biases in the stories the stations cover.  
11 
The main way that news media make a profit is through the second filter: advertising 
(Herman and Chomsky 1988). While some news outlets, mostly print sources, may charge a 
subscription fee for their product, most of the profit for the media comes from advertising 
revenue. Because of this, media that target certain demographics (i.e., people with enough 
interest and money to buy their product) are more likely to receive more advertising revenue. For 
example, focusing on audience size would most likely lead news organizations to cater to the 
majority group (Min and Feaster 2010). This influences the goal of the media as well as the news 
that is reported. Stories of interest to those majority groups will receive greater focus and 
priority, whereas stories that are interesting or relevant to a less wealthy demographic group will 
be downplayed or ignored. In the study by Chiricos et al. (1997), the demographic group that 
watched television news the most (and had the highest fear of crime) was middle-aged white 
women. Glassner (1999) would argue that in order to captivate the attention of this majority 
audience group, reporters will most likely focus on dramatic stories that relate or appeal to 
middle-aged white women the most. 
The source of information filter refers to how media sources receive their daily 
information (Herman and Chomsky 1988). Because reporters work under a deadline, and there is 
a limited amount of time they can spend gathering information and stories, they tend to focus on 
events and places that they already know will have important news, such as press conferences for 
the government, law enforcement, or even businesses. Reporters also need reliable sources for 
facts pertaining to other stories, such as official crime data or other types of statistics. This 
limited repertoire of information sources influences what the media reports, and tends to favor 
those people and organizations with power, wealth, and/or prestige. 
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The fourth influential factor, and possibly the only one that gives viewers and consumers 
any power, is what Herman and Chomsky call “flak” (1988), which refers to negative reactions 
to the media or public outcry about something the media reported or failed to report. If flak is 
widespread enough, it could influence legal consequences as well as financial loss. Advertisers 
do not want to support news outlets that are under criticism in case the negative opinion extends 
to their product or service. And anything that causes advertisers to withdraw financial support is 
extremely harmful for the media. Therefore, if media consumers, or special interest groups, seek 
to make changes in the media, flak is probably the best, if not only, way to do that. 
The last filter that the authors discuss relates to ideology, usually of a political nature. 
They use the example of Anti-Communism (Herman and Chomsky 1988), but that is not as 
relevant in today’s media. In a more general sense, ideology influences on the media could be 
ascribed to a conservative or Republican vs. liberal or Democrat dichotomy. For example, FOX 
News is perceived as being a primarily conservative news station, whereas MSNBC is seen as 
being more liberal (Pew Research Center 2009, 2010). Each station could be reporting on the 
same event or issue, and yet have very different methods, facts, and arguments. Which ideology 
a news station follows relates back to the very first filter: media ownership.  
 
Research Question 1: Do FOX News and the CNN, NBC, ABC, and CBS group differ in their 
coverage of missing children cases?  
 
The AMBER Alert System 
The AMBER Alert Program stands for America’s Missing: Broadcast Emergency 
Response and is named for Amber Hagerman, who was kidnapped and murdered in 1996 
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(National Center for Missing and Exploited Children 2012). AMBER Alerts are disseminated to 
radio and television stations, which then broadcast the information to their audience in the hopes 
of spreading the information as far as possible and increasing the chances of finding the child 
alive. This study will compare missing children stories from before and after the creation of this 
system. 
 
Research Question 2: Does the representation of missing children stories differ from after the 
creation of the AMBER Alert system (1997-2011) compared to before that system (1987-1996)? 
 
METHODS 
This study utilizes a content analysis design, following the example of Min and Feaster's 
(2010) study. I analyze news broadcasts from CNN, NBC, ABC, CBS, and FOX News using the 
same search terms and variables as the previous study. I then compare my findings from the 
news broadcasts to the FBI's National Crime Information Center (NCIC) missing persons 
statistics for 2007-2010, the FBI’s National Incident-Based Reporting System (NIBRS) for the 
years 1991-2010, and the National Incidence Studies of Missing, Abducted, Runaway, and 
Thrownaway Children (NISMART) from the Office of Juvenile Justice Delinquency and 
Prevention, which collected data from 1997-1999.  
 
Sample 
To generate the sample for this study, I used the Vanderbilt Television News Archive to 
find the population of all missing children stories from five news stations (CBS, CNN, NBC, 
ABC, and FOX News) from 1987-2011. The eight search terms used were: missing child(ren), 
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missing boy(s), missing girl(s), and missing kid(s). After each of the eight searches, I created a 
list of all of the record numbers for each segment and compared all eight lists to search for and 
remove duplicates. I then read the short description of each segment to determine if it was 
relevant to the study. Any segment that referenced at least one missing child by name was 
included and any segments that did not reference a specific missing child were excluded from the 
population. Additionally, children who were missing as a result of a natural disaster were not 




After eliminating duplicates and irrelevant segments, the final population for all five 
stations from 1987-2011 was 619. In order to collect a sample that was large enough to be 
generalizable, but small enough to be feasible, I decided to separate the population into three 
groups (FOX News, all other stations Pre-AMBER Alert, and all other stations Post-AMBER 
Alert), and take a sample of 50 segments from each group.  
The news stations were first divided into two groups: CBS, CNN, NBC, and ABC were 
combined into one group, and FOX News was left as its own group. It was divided in this way 
for two reasons. First, FOX News had the largest population out of all of the stations with 237 
segments, even though the time period for this station only went back until 1997 (the station was 
only founded in 1996). The four other stations had a combined population of 386 for a longer 
time period, starting in 1987. I felt that it was important to oversample from FOX, since the 
original population was also larger. 
The other reason for this division is based on the perceived political slant of each news 
station. According to a study conducted by the Pew Research Center (2009), most viewers (47%) 
                                                 
2
 Min and Feaster (2010) did not include stories that involved Hurricane Katrina victims. 
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considered FOX News to be mostly conservative, while roughly 30% of viewers saw the other 
stations as mostly liberal and 30% view them as neutral. In order to be able to compare 
representation of missing children stories by the perceived political orientation of the news 
station, the stations that were all viewed in similar ways were combined into one group, and 
FOX News was left separate because it was the only station viewed as having a particular 
political ideology. 
After separating the news stations into two groups, the non-FOX group was then divided 
again into two time periods. Since the AMBER Alert system was implemented in 1996, I 
decided to define the Pre-AMBER Alert period as 1987-1996, and the Post-AMBER Alert period 
as 1997-2011. The FOX group could not be separated into two time periods because it was only 
founded in 1996.  
After separating these three groups (FOX News, all others Pre-AMBER Alert, and all 
others Post-AMBER Alert), the segments were listed in chronological order, and a systematic 
random sample of 50 segments was taken from the Post-AMBER Alert non-FOX and the FOX 
group. The Pre-AMBER Alert non-FOX group only had 46 segments in that population, so 
instead of a random sample, that entire population was included.  
 
Levels of Analysis 
This study has two levels of analysis—reference level and individual-level—and while 
some variables will be the same in both analyses, other variables are unique to one or the other. 
Reference-Level: Reference-level analysis refers to using each reference to a missing 
child across all segments as the unit of analysis. Some segments mention multiple children, and 
the segments in this sample had between one and six references. Each child mentioned in a 
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segment is counted as a reference, and are counted each time regardless of the identity of the 
child being referenced. Therefore, one individual child may be counted multiple times in the 
reference-level analysis. This study has 208 references for this unit of analysis. 
Individual-Level: Individual-level analysis refers to using each unique case as the unit of 
analysis. The name of each child mentioned in each segment is recorded, and each unique child 
is included in the individual-level analysis only once. This study has 118 cases for the individual-
level unit of analysis. 
 
VARIABLES 
Some variables in this study were gathered using the information in the segment abstract 
provided by the Vanderbilt Televisions News Archive, while others were coded by watching the 
news segment itself. Below is a description of each variable, grouped by the coding source (news 
segment or abstract). 
 
Variables Coded by Watching the Segment 
Name: The name of the child. 
Race: The race of the child, based on the picture shown in the segment. Coded as White, 
Black, Latino/Hispanic, Asian, and Other.  
Gender: The gender of the child, based on the picture shown in the segment. Coded as 
either Male or Female. 
Age: The chronological age of the child at the time of his/her disappearance.  
Situation of Disappearance: This variable pertains to the specifics of the case, with the 
situation types being Death, Kidnapping, Runaway, or Other/General Missing. Cases that 
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potentially have overlapping situations (such as a kidnapping that ends in death) will be coded 
using the most serious situation. This variable was originally defined by Min and Feaster (2010). 
Victim-Offender Relationship: The relationship of the suspect to the child. Coded as 
Stranger, Acquaintance/Friend, Relative/Family Member, or Not Applicable. Situations that are 
coded as a runaway or general missing will not have a victim-offender relationship. 
 
Variables Coded by Reading the Segment Abstract 
New Source: The news station that aired the segment: CBS, CNN, ABC, NBC, or FOX 
News. 
Air Date and Time: The date and time that the segment aired on television. Provided by 
the Vanderbilt abstract. 
Inter-coder Reliability  
Inter-coder reliability was conducted for race and gender to establish the credibility of 
visual coding from pictures shown in the news segment, as well as for age, situation of the 
disappearance, recovery, and victim-offender relationship. This inter-coder reliability was then 
also used for the individual-level data by making sure all of the variables matched for each child 
across all of the segments in which they appeared. Only cases in which inter-coder reliability was 
100% were used in the analyses. 
For cases in which the second coder and myself did not originally agree, I watched that 
particular segment again. If my judgment still did not match that of the second coder, that 
specific variable for that case was coded as a missing value. This allowed that case to be used for 
all of the other variables instead of eliminating the case completely. Below are results of this 
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reliability test before eliminating variables in which agreement was not met, shown in percentage 
of agreement: 
 Age: 99.52% 
Race: 96.63% 
Gender: 99.52% 
 Situation of Disappearance: 99.04% 
 Victim-Offender Relationship: 85.10% 
 
COMPARISON DATA 
There are three sources of comparison data that relate to this study: the FBI’s National 
Crime Information Center’s (NCIC) Missing Persons File, the FBI’s National Incident-Based 
Reporting System (NIBRS), and the Office of Juvenile Delinquency and Prevention’s National 
Incidence Studies of Missing, Abducted, Runaway, and Thrownaway Children (NISMART).  
 
National Crime Information Center (NCIC) 
The National Crime Information Center is maintained by the Criminal Justice 
Information Services (CJIS) Division of the Federal Bureau of Investigation. It is a clearinghouse 
of data associated with crimes (fugitives, stolen property, missing persons, etc.) that assists law 
enforcement agencies in their duties (FBI 2012a). This database currently has files for 19 
different crimes, including a Missing Persons File
3
. While the actual database is not available to 
                                                 
3
 A description of the circumstances included in the NCIC Missing Persons File can be found on the FBI’s website 
at: http://www.fbi.gov/about-us/cjis/ncic/ncic-missing-person-and-unidentified-person-statistics-for-2007.  
 
19 
the public, the FBI provides summary tables on its website
4
. In order to mirror Min and Feaster’s 
(2010) study as closely as possible, the analyses in this study will also use these summary tables. 
However, there are a couple limitations of using the same tables as the previous authors. 
First, these files only provide aggregate totals by the race, gender, and age categories separately, 
but there is no way to determine any relationship between those variables. For example, there is 
no way to look at while female children under the age of 18; the files only show the number of 
female children, white children, and children under 18, all in separate columns. Second, the 
FBI’s website currently only provides these tables for the years 2007-2012, and tables from 2006 
are available upon request. I would like to be able to look at a longer time period to better 
analyze trends. 
 
National Incident Based Reporting System (NIBRS) 
One possible way to address these limitations to the NCIC data is by examining the FBI’s 
National Incident Based Reporting System, or NIBRS. The NIBRS is a tool that law enforcement 
agencies use to submit crime information to the FBI and which includes details about each 
incident of crime that occurs in that agency’s jurisdiction, including but not limited to: 
information about each incident, details about all of the offenses within each incident, victim 
information, offender information, arrest details, and other information about weapons, injuries, 
property damage, etc. (FBI 2012b).  
One benefit of using this dataset over the NCIC files is that it gives much more detailed 
information about each incident. It allows examinations of relationships between variables, such 
                                                 
4
 The FBI’s website currently provides the summary tables for 2007-2012. However, this study will use the tables 
for the years 2007-2011. See Footnote 1 for further explanation. 
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as victim information, because the demographic characteristics of each victim are recorded. 
Another benefit is that this data is available for a longer time period, from 1991 to 2010. 
However, this dataset also has some limitations. As described in the Frequently Asked 
Questions section of the FBI’s website (FBI 2012b), the only offenses included in the NIBRS 
that would be relevant for this study are kidnapping and homicide. So although the media data 
include cases involving runaways and generally missing or lost children, the NIBRS data would 
be more limited for the situation of disappearance data.  
Another limitation is that state participation in NIBRS reporting is not mandatory or 
complete. This means that there are some states that do not report any of this information to the 
FBI. According to the FBI’s website, “as of 2007, 6,444 law enforcement agencies contributed 
NIBRS data” and “the data from those agencies represent 25 percent of the U.S. population” 
(FBI 2012b). Therefore, while this information is more detailed, it is not as representative as the 
NCIC data. 
 
National Incidence Studies of Missing, Abducted, Runaway, and Thrownaway Children 
(NISMART)  
Another possible source of comparison data is from the Office of Juvenile Justice and 
Delinquency Prevention: the National Incidence Studies of Missing, Abducted, Runaway, and 
Thrownaway Children, or NISMART. Instead of being a total count of crimes like the NCIC and 
NIBRS, the NISMART is a series of surveys (Sedlack et al. 2002). A household survey 
interviewed adults, and in some cases children, about any experiences involving a missing child, 
regardless of whether or not it was reported to the police. A survey of law enforcement focused 
on kidnapping cases by asking agencies about their stereotypical kidnapping cases. A third 
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survey interviewed staff at juvenile facilities such as “juvenile detention centers, group homes, 
residential treatment centers, and runaway and homeless youth shelters” (Sedlack et al. 2002:2) 
to determine estimates about runaway and thrownaway children. 
One of the major benefits of this data is that it includes situations that are not criminal in 
nature and are not reported to the police, as well as cases in which the children were not missing 
for any required amount of time. As long as the adult caretaker did not know the whereabouts of 
the child, even if the child was not actually lost or missing, those instances were included in this 
survey. Additionally, this survey sought to better understand youth runaways, which is often not 
included in discussions about missing children.  
However, there are also major drawbacks about this data source as well. First, the data 
provided by this survey are presented similarly to the NCIC data, in that there are tables that 
represent each characteristic separately from one another, but do not address relationships 
between those characteristics. The report provides separate results based on race, gender, age, 
and situation, but not the relationship between race, gender, age, and situation. 
Second, this report was conducted in 1999 and includes data from 1997-1999 (Sedlak et 
al. 2002). This only represents a small portion of the media data time period. There is also a 
previous version (NISMART 1) that was conducted in 1990 using data from 1988-1990 
(Finkelhor, Hotaling, and Sedlak 1990), but the methods in that study are different from the 
second study, and the OJJDP states that the two surveys cannot be compared because of those 
differences (Sedlak et al. 2002).  
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ANALYSES AND RESULTS 
This study has three sets of analyses: comparing reference-level and individual-level 
media proportions to the three comparison data sources; comparing FOX News to the other news 
stations (as well as to the comparison data sources); and comparing the Pre- and Post-AMBER 
Alert time periods to each other (and to the comparison data sources). The results for Hypotheses 
1-4 are reflected in Table 1 and are analyzed by comparing the reference-level media proportions 
and case-level media proportions to the appropriate comparison data sources. This depends on 
the structure of each comparison data source and the variables they contain.  
The results for Research Question 1 are shown in Table 2 and are analyzed by comparing 
the proportions for each variable between station groups (FOX News and Other Stations). The 
proportions for the two station groups are also compared to the official data sources that apply to 
each variable. 
The results for Research Question 2 are shown in Table 3 and are analyzed by comparing 
the proportions for each variable between time periods (Pre-AMBER Alert and Post-AMBER 
Alert). The proportions for the two time periods are also compared to the official data sources 
that apply to each variable. 
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 27.2% 1.7% N/A 






 N/A N/A 34.5% 




 N/A N/A 63.3% 
Gender      
 






 51.3% 39.9% 44.3% 




 48.7% 58.9% 55.3% 
A
The difference between the media proportion and the NISMART proportion is statistically significant at p=0.05. 
B
The difference between the media proportion and the NIBRS proportion is statistically significant at p=0.05. 
C
The difference between the media proportion and the NCIC proportion is statistically significant at p=0.05. 
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Hypotheses 1 and 2 are analyzed by conducting a difference of proportions test using the 
NISMART and NIBRS proportions as expected values and comparing them to the situation and 
victim-offender relationship proportions of the missing child references in the media sample. The 
NCIC cannot be used for these analyses because it does not provide information on these 
variables. 
Hypothesis 1, that kidnapping cases are over-represented in the media, found mixed 
results. This hypothesis was supported at both the reference-level and the case-level when 
compared to the NISMART, but varied between levels of analysis when compared to the NIBRS. 
When compared to the proportions from the NISMART, kidnapping cases are over-represented 
in the media at both the reference level (z=14.96, p<0.001) and the case level (z=10.42, 
p<0.001).  
However, kidnapping cases are actually under-represented in the media at the reference 
level (z=7.53, p<0.001) and the case level (z=6.35, p<0.001) when compared to proportions from 
the NIBRS. However, since the NIBRS only contains information on two of the situation 
categories, these proportions may not align with the categories in the NISMART or the media 
sample, and comparisons for this variable to the NIBRS should be made cautiously. In sum, 
Hypothesis 1 was not supported because of conflicting results between comparison sources. 
 Hypothesis 2, which predicts that cases involving strangers are over-represented in the 
media, has similarly conflicting results. When compared to the proportions from the NISMART, 
cases involving strangers as suspects are over-represented in the media at both the reference level 
(z=10.47, p<0.001) and the case level (z=7.28, p<0.001). However, cases involving strangers are 
actually under-represented in the media at the reference level (z=2.39, p=0.008) and the case 
level (z=3.12, p<0.001) when compared to proportions from the NIBRS.  
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The same issues apply here as in the previous analyses. The NIBRS only includes cases 
that involve both a victim and offender. Therefore, cases with no offender (such as runaways) are 
not represented in this data. Again, only cautious conclusions can be made based on these 
comparisons. Hypothesis 2 is not supported because of conflicting results between comparison 
sources.  
Hypotheses 3 and 4 are analyzed by conducting a difference of proportions test using 
estimates from the NCIC, NISMART, and NCIC as the expected values and comparing them to 
the race and gender proportions of the missing child references in the media sample. For race, 
two different categories of race are used because of the differences in classification in the 
comparison data sources. 
Hypothesis 3 is clearly supported at both the reference-level and case-level unit of 
analysis, and when compared to all three official data sources. African-American children are 
under-represented in the media at both the reference level (z=14.61, p<0.001) and the case level 
(z=7.24, p<0.001) when compared to NISMART, and also at the reference level (z=11.67, 
p<0.001) and case level (z=5.52, p<0.001) when compared to NIBRS.  
For the comparisons using the NCIC, the categories of race are slightly different. The 
NCIC combines Hispanic and White into one category, so instead of using White as the 
comparison group, African-American is used instead, with all other races combined into the 
second category. Similar to the previous results, African-American children are under-
represented in the media at both the reference level (z=14.66, p<0.001) and case level (z=8.12, 
p<0.001) when compared to the NCIC. Hypothesis 3 is supported; African-American missing 
children are significantly under-represented in the media when compared to official statistics. 
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 It is interesting to note that the NISMART reports different race proportions than the 
NIBRS and NCIC, which seem to be more similar to each other. For example, the NIBRS and 
NCIC report that about 34% of missing children are African-American, but according to the 
NISMART that proportion is only 18.8%. Since the NIBRS and NCIC are both maintained by 
the FBI, it makes sense that they should have similar proportions. However, it is strange, and 
perhaps problematic, that the NISMART reports different proportions than the other two 
comparison data sources. 
Similar to the race proportions, there is also a difference in gender proportions between 
the comparison data sources. The NISMART shows more missing children cases being males, 
whereas the NIBRS and NCIC show more female missing children. Therefore, Hypothesis 4 
(predicting that female missing children are over-represented in the media) had conflicting 
results.  
When compared to the proportions from the NISMART, female missing children cases 
are over-represented in the media at the case level (z=1.77, p=0.04), but there was no significant 
difference at the reference level (z=0.03, p=0.49). This pattern is actually reversed when 
compared to both the NIBRS and NCIC proportions. When compared to NIBRS, female missing 
children cases are under-represented in the media at the reference level (z=2.84, p=0.002), with 
significant difference at the case level (z=0.45, p=0.33). Additionally, when compared to the 
NCIC, female missing children cases are under-represented in the media at the reference level 
(z=1.86, p=0.03), with no significant difference at the case level (z=0.33, p=0.37). Since these 
results contradict each other, both at the level of analysis and between comparison groups, 
Hypothesis 4 is also not supported. 
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Table 2. Comparisons of Proportions by Station Groups 
Variable/Sample Size FOX News 
Other 
Stations 
NISMART NIBRS NCIC 
Situation      
 


















 47.8% N/A N/A 




 43.6% N/A N/A 
Victim-Offender 
Relationship 
     
     
 










 11.9% 7.1% 37.1% N/A 




 95.3% N/A N/A 
Race      
 


















 27.2% 1.7% N/A 






 N/A N/A 34.5% 




 N/A N/A 63.3% 
Gender      
 
n/N 46 62 797,500 6,254 2,349,090 
 
Male 52.0% 42.6% 51.3% 39.9% 44.3% 
  Female 48.0% 57.4% 48.7% 58.9% 55.3% 
A
The difference between the media proportion and the NISMART proportion is statistically significant at p=0.05. 
B
The difference between the media proportion and the NIBRS proportion is statistically significant at p=0.05. 
C
The difference between the media proportion and the NCIC proportion is statistically significant at p=0.05. 
D
The difference between the media group proportions are statistically significant at p=0.05. 
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Research Question 1 asks: Do FOX News and the CNN, NBC, ABC, and CBS group 
differ in their coverage of missing children cases? This research question is analyzed by 
comparing the proportions in Hypotheses 1-4 (situation, victim-offender relationship, race, and 
gender) between the FOX News group and the non-FOX News group. This will allow us to see if 
there are differences not only between the media and comparison data sources, but also within 
the media. Only data from 1997-2011 was used for this analysis since FOX News did not exist 
before 1997. Additionally, only reference-level data was used so that there was no overlap of 
stations within each case. For example, one child/case may be referenced by multiple news 
sources, so the case-level data is not usable for this analysis. 
FOX News reported significantly fewer references to situations involving death than did 
the group of other stations (z=3.15, p<0.001), while the proportions for kidnapping, runaway, 
and general missing are not statistically different (see Table 2). Additionally, while FOX News 
significantly under-represented death cases when compared to the NIBRS (z=2.19, p=0.014), the 
other stations actually over-represented those cases (z=2.37, p=0.009). The representation for the 
other situations did not significantly differ between station groups. 
 FOX News reported significantly fewer cases involving strangers as suspects (z=4.13, 
p<0.001) as well as cases involving no offender (z=4.02, p<0.001) than did the other stations. 
The difference between the stations for cases involving relatives is not significant. While FOX 
News did not differ significantly from the NISMART proportions, the non-FOX News group 
significantly under-represented stranger cases (z=7.57, p<0.001), and cases with no offender 
(z=9.45, p<0.001). 
 The two media groups did not differ significantly in their proportions of White or 
African-American cases, and the representation for White and African-American was the same 
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for both station groups when compared to both official data sources. However, FOX News 
reported fewer cases of Other Races than did the other stations (z=2.56, p=0.005). Additionally, 
while the group of other stations did report more cases of other races, they still under-represented 
that race category when compared to the NISMART (z=4.62, p<0.001), and yet over-represented 
that category when compared to the NIBRS (z=2.11, p=0.018).  
 Similar to the previous analysis, there were no significant differences between stations 
for African-American or non-African-American race categories, but African-American cases 
were under-represented by both FOX News (z=4.46, p<0.001) and the other stations group 
(z=7.55, p<0.001) while all other races were over-represented by FOX News (z=4.91, p<0.001) 
and the other stations (z=8.26, p<0.001) when compared to the NCIC. 
 The comparisons for gender between station groups and compared to the official data 
sources are more complex than the others so far. While the differences between station groups 
are not statistically significant, FOX News reported more male cases than female cases, while the 
other stations reported more females than males. This is made even more complicated when 
comparing to the official data sources because they also have opposite proportions: while the 
NISMART reports that more male children were reported missing, the NIBRS and NCIC report 
that more females were reported missing.  
As a general summary of the findings for Research Question 1, there were a couple 
differences in reporting based on news station. When compared to the other four news stations, 
FOX News reports significantly fewer cases involving death, more cases involving no offender, 
and fewer cases of children other than White or African-American. The two station groups do 
not differ significantly based on gender.  
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 N/A N/A 63.3% 
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 42.6%D 51.3% 39.9% 44.3% 
  Female 42.5%
B,C
 57.4%D 48.7% 58.9% 55.3% 
A
The difference between the media proportion and the NISMART proportion is statistically significant at p=0.05. 
B
The difference between the media proportion and the NIBRS proportion is statistically significant at p=0.05. 
C
The difference between the media proportion and the NCIC proportion is statistically significant at p=0.05. 
D
The difference between the media group proportions are statistically significant at p=0.05. 
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Research Question 2 asks: Does the representation of missing children stories differ from 
after the creation of the AMBER Alert system (1997-2011) compared to before that system 
(1987-1996)? Similar to the analyses comparing station groups, Research Question 2 was 
analyzed by comparing the proportions for situation, victim-offender relationship, race, and 
gender for the non-FOX News group from before (1987-1996) and after (1997-2011) the 
AMBER Alert system to see if the media shifted their representation of missing children cases 
over time. The FOX News group was not included for these analyses because it only existed 
during the post-AMBER time period.  
Before examining the results of these comparisons, it is interesting to first examine the 
general trend in reporting missing children cases based on total segments before and after the 
AMBER Alert. For example, when looking at the study’s original population (before the sample 
was taken), all four news stations show an increase in segments that mentioned a missing child 
after the AMBER Alert compared to before, with CNN showing the greatest increase (see Figure 
1), while the total number of segments in the population across all four stations increased from 
46 to 573. This shows that there was a large increase in news segments about missing children 
after the implementation of the AMBER Alert system in 1996.  
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There were also some differences in representation for some variables between the time 
periods. One interesting result is that the other news stations (excluding FOX News) significantly 
increased their coverage of general missing cases (z=2.84, p=0.002). These tend to be cases 
where the child gets lost (but did not run away) and there is no actual crime or offender. 
However, while the only difference between time periods is with the general missing situation, 
both time periods differed significantly from both the NISMART and NIBRS in their coverage 
of all four situation categories (see Table 3). 
Going along with the increase in general missing cases, the non-FOX News station group 
also show an increase in reporting cases that involve no offender (z=2.50, p=0.006), which 
coincides with a decrease in coverage of cases involving relatives as the offender (z=2.30, 
p=0.011). Coverage of cases with non-relative offenders has remained about the same.  
When compared to the NIBRS, the Post-AMBER Alert period had a significantly lower 
amount of references to stranger cases (z=7.56, p<0.001), but none of the other comparisons 
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were significant. However, when compared to the NISMART, the Pre-AMBER Alert period 
shows a significant over-representation of stranger cases (z=8.26, p<0.001), an over-
representation of cases involving a relative as the offender (z=3.58, p=0.0002), and an under-
representation of cases with no offender (z=21.62, p<0.001).  
The Post-AMBER Alert period also shows a significant over-representation of stranger 
cases (z=7.75, p<0.001) and an under-representation of cases with no offender (z=9.45, p<0.001). 
Additionally, the comparison data sources also differ for this variable. So while the station 
groups may over-represent a certain relationship compared to the NISMART, it is an under-
representation when compared to the NIBRS. 
 As shown in Table 3, the non-FOX News station group decreased their coverage of 
missing White children after the implementation of the AMBER Alert system (z=1.74, p=0.04), 
while slightly increasing their coverage of missing African-American children (z=1.40, p=0.08). 
The change in coverage for children of other races is not significant.  
 When analyzing race differences using the NCIC categories, coverage of African-
American children increase (z=1.40, p=0.08) and coverage of non-African-American children 
decrease slightly (z=1.38, p=0.08). Compared to the NCIC however, African-American cases 
were under-represented and non-African-American cases were over-represented in both time 
periods (see Table 3).  
 Similar to the gender proportions comparing station groups, the proportions between the 
time periods were also reversed. During the pre-AMBER Alert time period, males are shown 
more often while females are shown more during the post-AMBER Alert period (z=1.85, 
p=0.03).  
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As a general summary of the findings for Research Question 2, there are also some 
differences in reporting based on time period. When compared to the pre-AMBER Alert time 
period, during the post-AMBER Alert time period the non-FOX News station group increased 
their reporting of general missing children cases and decreased cases involving death, increased 
reporting of cases involving no offender while decreasing cases involving relatives as the 
offender, and slightly decreased cases involving White children while increasing cases involving 
African-American children. It is interesting to note that while gender representation does not 
differ between the station groups, over time the proportion of coverage of male cases 
significantly decrease, while coverage of females increase during the post-AMBER Alert time 
period. 
 
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 
 There are several contributions of this study. First of all, it replicates a previous study 
(Min and Feaster 2010) and gives credibility to the reliability of their methods, but also 
challenges their unit of analysis and comparison data source. It extends that previous study by 
looking at different variables, units of analysis, and comparison data sources. It also contributes 
to the literature on race and gender in the media, and connects those two areas in the context of 
missing children. This study also provides directions for future research by examining some of 
the limitations of both this study and the Min and Feaster (2010) study.  
One purpose of this study was to replicate the Min and Feaster (2010) study, with the 
goal of finding similar results in order to support the reliability of their study. This goal was met 
with success after finding similar results for race and gender. However, another goal was to 
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explore the validity of that study by addressing the unit of analysis and the comparison data 
source. 
 In terms of the unit of analysis, the reference-level that Min and Feaster (2010) used was 
still a valid approach, but I believe comparing it to a case-level unit of analysis yields interesting 
and important results. For example, the gender results of this study matched those of Min and 
Feaster (2010) when only looking at the unit of analysis that they used, but they became more 
complex and contradictory when compared to case-level data. While reference-level data allows 
more flexibility for comparisons between news stations and between time periods, a case-level 
approach helps to control for over-counting if a particular child shows up in the sample more 
than once.  
 Another important contribution of this study is the finding that the “official” data sources 
all differed from each other. This is important because the major premise to this research is to 
compare media representations with national statistics, but if there are multiple data sources, and 
they all report different proportions, then that limits the conclusions that can be drawn about the 
media’s accuracy. Unless a consensus can be reached about which data source is the most 
accurate, then comparisons between the media and official statistics will lead to conflicting 
results based on the data source chosen. Future studies could delve further into this issue of 
differences in official statistics and perhaps provide an explanation for those differences. 
 
Limitations and Directions for Future Research 
 There are other issues of validity with regard to the comparison data sources. The 
NISMART is a phone survey that utilizes a sample. This methodology may neglect those 
families who do not have phones, and while the sample was ideally random, that is not 
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guaranteed. In addition, since I was attempting to examine the differences in media proportions 
and reported statistics, I chose to only use the figures in the “Reported Missing” section of the 
NISMART as opposed to the “Caretaker Missing” information. Caretaker Missing refers to 
instances when a respondent did not know the location of the child, but did not report it to police. 
Hence, that child was missing from the caretaker, but had not been reported missing. However, 
future studies may delve further into the Caretaker Missing data to see what differences there 
may be in what people say actually happened, and what they reported to police. 
 The FBI data also has some issues. One issue deals with representativeness of the data. 
The NCIC is a tool that is available for law enforcement to use, but submission of information to 
the database is not required. Additionally, at present only 36 states submit complete data to the 
NIBRS, so that may also not be representative of the entire United States population.  
The second issue relates to the quality of the data. These two data sources are just 
repositories for state and local law enforcement data. This means that the FBI is not the agency 
collecting this information; the state and local law enforcement agencies collect the information 
and submit it to the FBI. This can lead to issues of data quality. The FBI conducts audits of 
agencies to ensure uniform reporting practices that match the FBI’s definitions, but it is possible 
that some agencies may still interpret cases differently or report inaccurate information.  
Future studies should consider different sources of comparison data in order to try to 
offset these limitations. Different federal agencies collect crime information or conduct surveys, 
and many of them may differ from each other in their methodologies and results. Future studies 
should also look more closely at the process of what happens from when a crime is reported to 
police to when it is published as a statistic. As stated before, if different agencies are reporting 
information to one central data repository, it is important to understand the process that occurs 
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during the transformation and interpretation, especially where definitions or statutes may be 
different. 
While this study provides some insight into the representation of missing children in 
national television news, it does not address possible avenues that under-represented groups may 
take to increase their media presences and gain media coverage for their cases. It also does not 
examine the more qualitative issues such as the word choice, tone, or framing of news segments, 
which could be another venture for future research. The issue of missing children in the media 
could be approached in a variety of ways, from multiple theories and using multiple 
methodologies. This study could serve as a road map for missing information and unexplored 
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